A b s t r a c t. The category of option for the poor emerged in Latin America at the turn of the 60s and 70s of the 20 th century, as a result of authentication of faith and personal, communitarian, social and ecclesiastical life. The article consists of three parts. In the first part, the key question of the article is discussed, namely: "What is the Preferential Option for the Poor?" In the second part, the place of the poor in God's plan of salvation and in the mission of the Church, are presented. The final part, deals with the issue of the option for the poor as a sign of the credibility of the Church. Experiencing God in the context of poverty and injustice in the modern world makes the option for the poor a sign of the credibility of the Church and Christianity.
The Church's preferential option for the poor arose at the turn of the 1960s and 70s in Latin America as the result of internal and external validation of the faith, and personal, community, social and ecclesiastical life. 1 The pastoral and theological renewal at that time had a decisive influence on its formation. Even before the Second Vatican Council, in the context of various initiatives for motivating the faithful and Church institutions, attention was paid to the need of discerning the social and religious context, including difficulties experienced by Latin American nations. These efforts, strengthened by the Second Vatican Council's encouragement to read the signs of the times, 2 and supported by scientific evidence, led to the articulation of some key problems that needed particular pastoral action.
One of these problems was widespread poverty. It was considered that because of the scale of life-threatening situations, available forces and means should be preferentially directed to the poor, while, of course, not forgetting the other social groups. Biblical, historical and theological research and the Church's contemporary social teachings were helpful in this endeavor. After some attempts of implementation and evaluation, the preferential option for the poor entered into Papal teaching and local Churches. 3 The present article introduces the topic of the "option", in the light of Church's documents and Latin American theology.
WHAT IS THE PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR?
An answer to the above question was given by the Latin American bishops, gathered at the General Conference of the Latin American Episcopate in Puebla, who stated: "The preferential option for the poor is to proclaim Christ as the Savior who illuminates their dignity, helps them in their efforts toward liberation from all deficiencies, and brings them into communion with God and one another by living in evangelical poverty." 4 This idea was also articulated by Bishops at the Medellin Conference in the following statement: "The Latin American bishops cannot remain indifferent in the face of the tremendous social injustices existent in Latin America, which keep the majority of our peoples in dismal poverty, which in many cases becomes inhuman wretchedness. A deafening cry pours from the throats of millions of men, asking their pastors for a liberation that reaches them from nowhere else." 5 John Paul II explains the option for the poor as follows: "Today more than ever, the Church is aware that her social message will gain credibility more immediately from the witness of actions than as a result of its internal logic and consistency. This awareness is also a source of her preferential option for the poor, which is never exclusive or discriminatory towards other groups. This option is not limited to material poverty, since it is well known that there are many other forms of poverty, especially in modern society-not only economic but cultural and spiritual poverty as well. The Church's love for the poor, which is essential for her and a part of her constant tradition, impels her to give attention to a world in which poverty is threatening to assume massive proportions in spite of technological and economic progress. In the countries of the West, different forms of poverty are being experienced by groups which live on the margins of society, by the elderly and the sick, by the victims of consumerism, and more recently by so many refugees and migrants. In the developing countries, tragic crises loom on the horizon unless internationally coordinated measures are taken before it is too late." In view of the above, the option for the poor is a proposal of subjective emancipatory and renewed activities in favor of people affected by the consequences of the lack of goods needed for development. Julio Lois, referring to research on this issue, carried out by Latin American theologians, adds that it is the intentional decision that leads to an incarnation in the world of the poor. In everyday reality, this means a wise and realistic participation in the integral liberation of the poor.
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Although the option for the poor belongs to the type of promotio humana, it is closely related to the evangelizing and missionary doctrine and tasks of the Church.
8 Therefore, it should not be regarded only as an ordinary call to help the poor, or justified by appealing solely to human arguments and Christian morality. The option for the poor stems from God's saving plan and the related ideas about the meaning, dignity and destination of all beings and history, about human life and the human community. This option is often referred to by the word "preferential." Using such a term we highlight universality of the Church and its mission, and moreover, we point to the fact that the poor are not the only group to whom the Good News is addressed, and whom the Church cares for. However, it should be noted that the expression "preferential option" is, in a sense, contrary to the fact that in today's world most people are actually poor. This quantitative argument proves that the poor are in a way the natural milieu for the Church's activities. Along the same line goes popularized by Pope Francis' idea of the Church, that is poor and for the poor. Such Church is understood as a space where the victims of old and modern sociocultural and religious systems find their place.
Through solidarity with the poor, and by exploring the role of creation and history, as well as the cultural and civilizational goods in the lives of peoples, the option and the idea of the Church that is poor and for the poor, lead to a Christ-centered renewal of life of all members of the Church. In a special way, however, it enables developing, together with the poor, decent living conditions, including recovering proper place in society and within the ecclesial community, as well as deepening their faith. That is why the preferential option for the poor is not a class option that excludes other social groups, although it refers to the privilege of the poor in the proclamation of the Kingdom of God through Jesus Christ, and to the Old Testament tradition.
In conclusion, the preferential option for the poor can be described as an inculturating and Evangelizing plan linking Christian faith with contemporary problems of common life, while paying particular attention to the problem of poverty. The preferential option for the poor is a call for solidarity and subjective actions for the poor; it is also a call for renewal of individual and communal life in the light of faith. The "option" is done by all baptized people and ecclesial institutions, including the poor themselves.
WHY DO WE CHOOSE THE PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR?
The contemporary phenomenon of poverty, while evoking sympathy and opposition, is undoubtedly an important argument for taking action on behalf of the poor. Empirical facts and the accompanying feelings, are here not the most important, nor are they the only reason for the Church taking on the option for the poor. The main argument concerns the place of the poor in God's plan of salvation and in the mission of the Church.
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Without a doubt, the option for the poor is related to the fundamental assertions about God and His plan of salvation, the meaning of creation and history. Following theological thoughts of the final document from Puebla one can say that the option for the poor is begotten out of the truth about God, the Church, the man and the human community. The option for the poor serves this truth, and without it, theology would be unintelligible and meaningless. The God of the Judeo-Christian tradition is not a lonely and faraway demi-god of some pre-Christian religion, but the God who creates and redeems out of love, a God full of compassion, close to His creatures and present in their history. In creating man in His image and likeness in Christ, God adopts humans as His children and bestows upon them a special dignity.
Bringing to life a human person with spiritual, rational and biological structure, God also creates a human community and invites everyone to participate in the mystery of His life. He invites us to fulfil an honorable role as helpers of the Creator in the creatio continua. Thus, God enables humanity to build, in cooperation with Him, life sustaining existence founded on the values flowing from the source of Trinitarian love (amor fontalis, DM 2). This means that a community is founded on love, unity and participation, justice and peace. For similar reasons, Gustavo Gutiérrez said that "the option for the poor is ultimately standing on the side of God's kingdom as proclaimed by Jesus."
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In the practical realization of the option for the poor of particular importance is the truth that every human being is endowed with dignity, regardless of gender, race, social status and moral situation. This dignity should be seen in a holistic way by taking into account its various aspects. One must likewise remember that the biological dimension is also God's work and plays an important role in the plan of salvation, but is not limited to it. By the will 9 In addition to the already quoted works, it would be worthy to pay special attention to theological argumentation: Donald DORR, of the Creator, the spiritual and rational elements along with the biological dimension constitute the whole human being. Reminding of this truth is especially important in today's interdependent world, where man's difficult living conditions are not uncommon, but rather widespread. Recalling this truth is also important as there are some individuals and groups of people who run away into ahistorical spiritualization of life, which is not always compatible with Christian doctrine, and contrary to the theology of creation and salvation in Jesus Christ.
God's plan of salvation and the theology of creation provide important doctrinal premises that designate the appropriate direction of understanding and applying the preferential option for the poor. Although impoverishment, as mentioned above, is a complex phenomenon, one cannot ignore the fact that from the theological point of view, the ultimate cause of human miserable condition is the mystery of sin i.e., man's departing from God's plan of salvation, and preplacing it with a variety of modern idols. That is why the fight against impoverishment, apart from evident structural changes, is also associated with a return -a conversion -to the true God who reveals himself as a defender of the weak and oppressed, merciful and just. Ultimately, only God is the motive and pattern of activities on behalf of the poor.
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Within Latin American theology a thesis was developed that the prevalence of the phenomenon of poor concerns the question of God Himself, since today in the poor are verified or may be negated main assertions about God. The existence of the multitudes of poor people and the drama of their situation may give raise the question: how do we reconcile faith in God with the fact that the greater part of the world today is poor? In the face of so widespread poverty and the fragility of human life, difficult to comprehend and to accept is the problem of the "scandal of God's powerlessness". Ignacio Ellacuría states that current solutions by which we attempt to explain this problem, for example, God's permission, divine dispensation, evil and sin, although significant, are not sufficient. As a theologian, I. Ellacuría argues that, today, more credible is an explanation that the poor help us to know who is God being revealed in the Old Testament tradition and, in particular, in Jesus Christ. He is the God who protects the poor and the weak; He is the God present in the life of every human being and every community. He is also the God who loves humanity, accompanying people throughout history through creatio prima et contiuna; through the incarnation of the Son and through His salvific death and resurrection. In the poor, God suffers only apparent defeat. The poor lead to God's definitive triumph, and thus they are God's "dwelling place," God's "presence," and God's "sacrament."
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The poor and poverty also occupy an important place in the deeds and words of Jesus Christ, and are encapsulated in the ipsissima verba Jesu about the Kingdom of God. The proclaimed basileia reveals God who is the Father filled with goodness, the one who invites us to live in communion with Him. Everyone individually and in the community accepts God's message and converts to the values of the Kingdom of God, in this way contributing to its anticipation in history, although ultimately the Kingdom is fulfilled in the time of the parousia. Therefore, the option for the poor makes sense if it leads to the reign of God, since individual and community metanoia occurs in Christ and with Christ. The poor and poverty are therefore a kind of key to understanding the message of Jesus about the Kingdom of God.
Although this message is directed to all people, it especially comes closer to the poor and those pushed aside in a variety of human relationships. Jesus first and foremost proclaims the Good News to the poor and performs miracles among them. He says that they are the victims of rejection and contempt and so now they are blessed in the Kingdom of God, and their evangelization is to the highest degree a sign of the coming of the messianic era, proving Jesus' credibility as being the Messiah. In addition, Jesus was born and lived as a poor man; He interacted with poor people, including those from marginalized socio-religious groups. There were also poor people among those following Him, such as his disciples. People who follow Jesus are merciful and compassionate, living in evangelical poverty. The New Testament teaches that our attitude towards the poor decides of our salvation.
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The option for the poor is also ecclesiologically important. The Church is a community of disciples and missionaries of Jesus Christ, who gave them an identity and set their goals. For this reason, the Church in the world is a sign and sacrament of Christ and this also pertains to the Church's stance towards the poor and poverty. One can even argue that calling a community as being Christ-like implies that its members realize the Founder's intentions and words regarding poverty and the poor. Therefore, the option for the poor is an important way for the Church to undertake activities throughout the world. This makes the Church one, holy, Catholic and apostolic, poor and for the poor according to the example of Jesus Christ. The option for the poor fulfils creative and enriching ecclesiastical functions. The above-mentioned invitation for Christians to work for people living in the economic, social, cultural and religious margins is of vital importance when dealing with the issue of the credibility of the Church and Christianity in general. This specific and fresh type of caritas is the universally accepted test of the doctrinal and historic coherence of Christian teaching and the basic attitude of Jesus Christ himself. Latin American theologians who have largely contributed to the development of this category see in it an essential hermeneutical and practical significance. As already indicated, this option is a tangible commitment to perceive society from the perspective of existential situation of the poor and weak, and also an effort in the common struggle in favor of their emancipation.
Due to the fact that at the heart of the option for the poor lies the experience of God in the context of the drama of poverty in the modern world, including a desire to continue the long tradition of Christians caring for the poor, the option for the poor may serve as a sign of the credibility of the Church and Christianity. It is in such an understanding that we study this classical concept in fundamental theology (1 Peter 3:15). This thesis seems to be right at least for four major reasons.
First, the option for the poor confronts one of the major problems afflicting the contemporary world. Poverty is an empirical and universal fact that has an undeniable impact on the lives of individuals and entire societies. Thus, the various forms of poverty have a specific place in theology. The experience of poverty creates a specific context, one that introduces basic truths about God or can raise doubts about faith in God. On the other hand, actions undertaken by the Church make it possible to link faith declarations with the lives of specific people and various aspects of life. This fact can be particularly important in the process of authenticating the revelation of Christianity and the Church, for it allows us to see the real relationship between revelation and the needs inherent in people, including society and culture they create.
Second, from a Christian point of view, there is discord between impoverishment and different types of social rejection and God's plan of salvation. This discord requires the disciples of Jesus Christ and His Church (for the sake of its credibility) to take a stance in accord with revelation. God created man in his image and likeness and in this way made him his child. Man is given special dignity and invited to participate in the mystery of the love of the divine life. God gave him the gift of life and put him in charge of the world, in this way making him a participant in the development and improvement of the work of creation. Man is given the ability to build life in society based on love and unity, cooperation and participation, justice and peace. Man has attained a special dignity and rights mostly through Jesus Christ, thanks to whom God created and redeemed all of creation.
Third, the poor and poverty have an important place in Jesus Christ's salvific mission. By completing the mission entrusted to him, Jesus became man. From the time of his birth, He lived as a poor man. Among the social groups He interacted and worked with were the poor and people from the then social margins. They were also the group that followed Him, and an attitude of being free and detached from variety of goods (evangelical poverty) was a condition for becoming His disciple. Although Jesus' main message of the Kingdom of God was directed to everyone, yet in a special way He was close to the poor and weak, the people he went to most often. They were the ones, who first heard Him preaching the Good News, and He told them that being the victims of rejection and contempt, they are blessed and have a special place in the Kingdom of God. The proclamation of the Gospel to the poor was for Jesus one of the signs of His credibility as being the expected Messiah. The attitude of Jesus towards the poor met a revelatory function, i.e., He showed the essence of God the merciful Father who graciously saves those who need Him. Specific place of the poor in the life of Jesus reveals a unique ethos emerging from His teaching, which implies rules of interpersonal relationships and determines the value of man-made goods.
Fourth, the community founded by Jesus Christ is made visible in history through realization of His intentions to each other, i.e., a continuation of the work He begun by proclaiming the Good News until the fullness of time. Therefore, in fundamental ecclesiology, enhancing its current argument, we can talk about the criteria of the identity and authenticity of the ecclesial community's endeavoring to fulfill Christ's mission. Consequently, it can be argued that the identity of Christian communities depends on the fact, how much of their life space they are ready to share with the poor. In this way, the Church through its option for the poor is made present and authentic in history as a community, which follows Jesus, and it becomes a visible sacrament, a sign of God's presence in the lives of people and society.
From the perspective of fundamental theology elucidated by semiotics' insights, any effort aimed at helping the poor is a sign -a collection of things, events and phenomena in social and ecclesial life (signifié) guiding people to Christ (signifiant), who shows the poor their dignity, supporting them in their efforts to be liberated, and leads them to unity with God and other people by living in evangelical poverty. This is a sign of credibility addressed to modern man and the society and community that he or she creates and claims to be "Christ-like." It is the Church that sends this sign to people through various code-signs bearing anthropological, social, cultural, ethical and theological characteristics, situated in the context of contemporary social issues. Consequently, working for the poor the Church fulfils its mission by proclaiming the Good News of Jesus Christ. In this way, the Church comes true as community of Christ revealing the significance and meaning of salvation in Jesus Christ in the life of individuals and society, thus becoming the sign of Christ living in the Church today. This sign should be in reference to all other arguments functioning in current fundamental theology and, above all, to the person of Jesus Christ, acquiring in this fashion importance and strength for its credibility.
*
The discussed issues, though not exhaust the topic of the preferential option for the poor, signal some key elements that compose it. Without a doubt, this category is a choice associated with the task to fulfill the evangelizing mission, and accepts everyone with open arms. However, it does not follow ephemeral fashion trends and stays away from ideological intrigue. Its implementation is of major importance for the promotion a social life based on human dignity. Through the preferential option for the poor, the disciples and missionaries of Jesus Christ fulfilling His Last Will, become a positive example and an important voice in verifying and challenging the "values", by which people and systems generate poverty and the poor are functioning.
